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System and Method for Conducting a Time Auction 

This application is related to co-pending application U.S. Application No. 09/414,710 
filed on October 8, 1999, the entire contents of which are incorporated by reference 
herein. 

The present invention relates generally to electronic commerce using digital and analog 
networks. More specifically, the present invention relates to a network application for 
conducting a time auction among customers in a queue to advance a customer willing to 
pay more to receive services ahead of other customers who are not willing to pay as 
much. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 
Consumers interested in acquiring services must first identify the service provider who is 
capable of providing the required services. At present, this usually means perusing a 
telephone directory, which can become frustrating and time-consuming if the service 
providers telephoned are not immediately available. A phone book (whether a bound 
paper book or an electronic directory) is also not very effective if the service provider's 
business category is not known. 

Over the years, a number of systems have been developed that partially address this 
problem. In particular, these include systems that attempt to match potential customers 
with potential service providers. They range from free bulletin-board-style Internet web 
sites to sophisticated Internet-based consulting services. 

Once a service provider has been identified and has agreed to provide the requested 
services to the user, the service provider may wish to charge the user for providing the 
requested services. In many cases, the service provider will charge the user based upon 
the time it takes to provide the requested services. 
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Currently, providers of services use rigid methods to bill their time for services rendered 
to clients. Lawyers and consultants, for instance, set a fixed hourly rate. After tallying 
the amount of time worked, they bill their clients according to this pre-established rate. 
This process offers little flexibility to alter the fixed hourly rate, and the service provider 
must painstakingly tally the time. 

Some devices exist to automate the billing of time for services rendered. 1-900 telephone 
numbers, for instance, automatically calculate the time that services are rendered through 
the telephone and bill the customer accordingly. 

None of these present-day devices, however, provides a method by which the service 
provider's billing rate can be maximized in real time. 1-900 numbers have a fixed rate that 
is advertised to the customer. The service provider bills at this rate and at this rate only - 
- even if there are 50 customers vying to speak to the same provider at once. 

This rigidity is unfortunate, since a service provider's time is more valuable at some 
moments than at others. For example, when 50 customers all would like to speak to the 
same service provider at a given moment, that service provider's time is clearly more 
valuable than his or her rate indicates, since demand for that time at the given rate far 
outweighs the supply. Additionally, some customers may value their time more than 
others and be willing to pay more to not have to wait to speak with the service provider. 
Current systems provide no way for either the service provider or the customer to 
maximize the value of their time. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

A system and method for allowing a first user to advance in a queue having at least a 

second user are described. The first user and the second user each have separate 

positions in the queue. The system includes a first logic unit to receive a bid from the 

first user. A second logic unit compares the bid with a price being offered by the second 
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user. If the bid is higher than the price, a third logic unit advances the first user to a 
subsequent position in the queue ahead of the position associated with the second user. 
From the detailed description that follows, it will be clear that a "first user" and a "second 
user" may be part of a plurality of more than two users waiting in a queue. 

The systems and methods described herein may be incorporated into a "service 
marketplace" system that matches users with potential information or service providers 
and establishes a real-time communications connection between the user and a selected 
information provider such that the user and the information provider may communicate 
with each other in real-time. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 
FIG. 1 illustrates a system for identifying information providers and connecting 
customers with information providers in accordance with one embodiment of the 
invention. 

FIG. 2 illustrates an alternative embodiment of the system for identifying information 
providers and connecting customers with information providers. 

FIG. 3 illustrates one embodiment of an information provider's listing page on which 
potential users can read a description of the information provider and see a rate the 
information provider charges to communicate. 

FIG. 4 illustrates one embodiment of a queuing page, which appears after a user has 
chosen to connect with an information provider and on which the user can see his or her 
position in the queue and is given an opportunity to improve this position by offering to 
pay a higher rate. 

FIG. 5 illustrates one embodiment of a queuing page showing the user's updated position 
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in the queue due to having bid a higher rate to receive services from the information 
provider. 

FIG. 6 illustrates one embodiment of a queuing page showing how the user's updated 
position has been superseded by another user, who bid an even higher rate to connect 
with the information provider, and again providing the user an opportunity to improve 
his or her position by offering to pay a still higher rate. 

FIG. 7 illustrates one embodiment of a queuing page showing how the user has once again 
advanced his or her position in the queue by bidding a still higher amount. 

FIG. 8 illustrates one embodiment of a web page shown to the user that has effectively 
won the time auction. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION 
The present invention enables customers to advance ahead of other waiting customers 
and receive services from a particular information or service provider ahead of those who 
are not willing to pay as much for the services. The present invention also enables 
service providers to maximize the rate they charge at any given moment. The systems 
and methods of the present invention may be incorporated as part of a network 
application that establishes a real-time communications connection between an 
information provider and a customer or user through a communications network, such as 
telephone network, a computer network, wireless communications network, etc. 

In one embodiment, the system of the present invention establishes a web site through 

which a user can monitor his or her relative position and progress in the queue as well as 

bid to advance his or her relative position in the queue. In another embodiment, a system 

establishes a telephone connection over which the user is notified of his or her relative 

position in the queue and can submit bids to advance in the queue. The systems and 

methods of the present invention may be implemented with other communication 
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networks, such as a satellite network, a direct TV network, a wireless communications 
network, etc. 

FIG. 1 shows one embodiment of a system in which the systems and methods of the 
present invention may be incorporated. User computers ("customer computers") 100 
and information provider computers ("service provider computers") 200 are connected 
through a network 500 (such as the Internet) to a host computer or web server 
("controller computer") 300. Persons skilled in the art will recognize that said controller 
computer 300 may consist of more than one computer working together to provide the 
controller computer functions described herein. The users (customers) and information 
providers (service providers) each have telephones 400 that are connected to the 
telephone network 600. In FIG. 1, the computer network 500 and telephone network 
600 are shown as two separate entities, though persons skilled in the art will realize that 
they can overlap. See FIG. 2. 

The controller computer 300 has the functionality of a standard web server, capable of 
interacting dynamically via the service provider computers 200 and the customer 
computers 100 with service providers and customers, respectively. In addition to the 
standard web server operation, the controller computer 300 is linked to a telephone 
interface 700 that enables the controller computer 300 to set up, initiate, confirm, and 
track conversations between the customers and service providers. The controller 
computer 300 has the ability to establish a real-time communications connection between 
service providers and customers for the purpose of conveying information in real-time in 
an interactive manner. 

In accordance with the embodiment shown in FIG. 1, the customer computers 100 and 

the service provider computers 200 are connected to the controller computer 300 through 

the network 500. Customers and service providers use their computers to connect to the 

Internet network 500. Once a connection has been established, service providers and 

customers will enter the URL, or Internet address, of the controller computer 300, and a 
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logic unit within the controller computer establishes a computer connection with the 
customer computer 100 and the service provider computer 200. In one embodiment, 
after the computer connection has been established between the controller computer 300 
and the service provider and customer computers, 200 and 100, respectively, a logic unit 
within the controller computer presents a web page on the service provider and customer 
computers. 

Typically, customers and service providers register before customers can purchase 
services or information and before service providers can offer their services or 
information through the web site. During registration, the customers and the service 
providers are requested to submit certain information, such as a username and password. 
Customers may be requested to submit credit card or other financial information. Service 
providers may or may not be requested to submit credit card or other financial 
information. Once the requested information has been submitted, the data is stored in the 
database 3 10 in an account set up for the service provider and in a user account set up for 
the customer. 

A logic unit within the controller computer 300 may present a web page on the customer 
computer 100 and the service provider computer 200 through which the logic unit 
prompts the customer and the service provider to submit the requested registration 
information. The logic unit is linked with the database 3 10 and so automatically sets up 
the account and the user account and automatically stores the submitted registration 
information in the appropriate accounts on the database 310. 

Service providers typically submit a description or a listing for each service they will 

provide through the web site. After the description or listing has been stored by the 

controller computer 300, the service described may be offered to all of the users who 

browse the web site. Access to the web site may be established as described above, with 

the customer using a user computer ("customer computer") 100 to connect to a network 

500 and then entering the URL of the controller computer 300. A logic unit within the 
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controller computer 300 then establishes a computer connection with the customer 
computer 100. 

After the computer connection has been established, in one embodiment customers will 
have the option of executing a keyword search for service providers. The keyword 
search can be executed from a web page presented by a logic unit of the controller 
computer 300 on the customer computer 100. A keyword search typically consists of 
scanning a database for words that match the keywords entered. In this embodiment, the 
keyword search will be executed against the stored descriptions and listing data. In one 
embodiment, customers will view a list of service providers matching the keyword search 
criteria on a web page presented by the logic unit on the customer computer. Customers 
will have the option of viewing the service providers listed according to price, 
availability, or customer evaluations in either ascending or descending order, though the 
service providers can be listed in any number of ways. As an alternative to a keyword 
search, customers can select a category to view a predetermined list of service providers. 

In one embodiment, a logic unit within the systems presents, in response to a customer 
selection of a service provider from the list, a listing page that contains additional 
information about the selected service provider and the selected information service. 
FIG. 3 illustrates one embodiment of a listing page that provides more detailed 
information about a service provider that goes by the name of Jim . The listing page 1000 
shown in FIG. 3 provides a brief description the information services provided 1010 and 
may also include rating information 1020, a picture of the service provider 1030, a rate or 
price per minute 1040, as well as other information that the potential customer may find 
helpful such as the education background of the service provider 1045. The listing page 
1000 may also include hyperlinks that enable the customer to call 1050 or email 1055 the 
service provider. The information provided in a listing page may be conveyed in other 
forms, e.g., instead of a picture or photo 1030 the service provider may choose to be 
represented with an avatar or other information-rich graphic, and may include other types 
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of information in addition or instead of the information shown in the embodiment of FIG. 
3. 

When a customer decides to receive information or services from the service provider, the 
customer may request to have a real-time communications connection established with 
the service provider. For example, from the listing page illustrated in FIG. 3, a customer 
may click on the "Call Now" hyperlink 1050 to send such a request and, in response, a 
logic unit within the system attempts to establish a real-time communications connection 
between the customer and the service provider. 

In some cases, the service provider may already be providing services to another 
customer when the controller computer receives a request to establish a real-time 
communications connection, e.g., by clicking on the "Call Now" hyperlink 1050. 
Additionally, other customers may already be waiting to communicate with the service 
provider. In such a case, a logic unit within the system will organize a queue for all of the 
service provider's waiting customers. Each of the waiting customers is assigned a 
position in the queue. In general, the queue is organized in order of when the request to 
connect with the service provider was received by the controller computer. When the 
logic unit receives a request to establish a real-time communications connection from a 
customer, that customer is initially assigned a position at the end of the queue. 
Ordinarily, it is assumed that the customer will initially offer a price equal to the service 
provider's published rate. However, in some embodiments, the customer may offer a 
different price along with the request to connect with the service provider. 

In one embodiment, the logic unit will present to the customer a queuing page, such as the 
one illustrated in FIG. 4. The queuing page 1 100 displays an acknowledgment message 
1110, thanking the customer for selecting to call the service provider and informing the 
customer with what position in the queue the customer has been associated. The queuing 
page 1 100 may include a graphical representation of the customer's position 1 121 in the 
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queue 1 120 and display a price offered by the other customers 1 130 to receive services 
from the selected service provider. 

As shown in FIG. 4, each customer is offering the same price, in this case a price equal to 
the service provider's published rate. In other words, none of the queuing customers yet 
have bid to advance ahead of another in the queue. This need not always be the case 
when a customer first joins the queue, or is first assigned a position in the queue. In 
some cases, when a customer first joins the queue, a plurality of prices may be offered by 
those already in the queue. In such cases, the queue is organized primarily in order of 
descending price. For customers offering the same price, each customer is assigned a 
position in order of when the request to connect was received from that customer. 

As mentioned above, when a customer first joins the queue, the customer ordinarily is 
assumed to offer a price equal to the service provider's published price and is assigned a 
position at the end of the queue. In some embodiments, however, where the customer 
offers a different price before or as he or she joins the queue, the customer is assigned a 
position in the queue according to how much the customer is offering relative to the price 
or prices currently being offered by the already queuing customers. 

In addition to informing the customer of his or her position in the queue and the price or 
prices being offered by other customers waiting to communicate with the information 
service provider, a system of the present invention is configured to receive a bid from the 
customer. In one embodiment, and as shown as part of the queuing page depicted in FIG. 
4, a logic unit within the system informs the customer of the opportunity to move his or 
her position ahead in line 1 140 and provides a bid 1 1 50 for the customer to accept. The 
bid typically is higher than the prices being offered by each of the other customers, but 
may be higher than only one or some of the prices being offered by the other customers. 
Also, instead of providing a bid and prompting the customer to accept the bid, the 
system may be configured to allow the customer to enter a bid of his or her own 
choosing. 
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Once the system has received a bid, a logic unit within the system compares the bid with 
the prices being offered by the other customers. If the bid is higher than at least one of 
the prices, a logic unit within the system will advance the customer ahead of those 
customers whose price is lower than the bid. In one embodiment, the system updates the 
queuing page, as shown in FIG. 5. The queuing page 1200 shown in FIG. 5 includes an 
acknowledgement message 1210, thanking the customer for the bid and informing the 
customer of his or her new position in the queue. The queuing page 1200 additionally, or 
alternatively, includes a graphical depiction of the queue 1220 and of the customer's 
current position at the head of the queue 1221, as well as the prices currently being 
offered by each of the customers in the queue 1230. 

The system typically relays the bidding and queuing activity in real-time to each of the 
customers waiting in the queue. Thus, the controller computer may subsequently receive 
a second bid from a second customer and advance the second customer ahead of the 
previous customer. Each time a bid is received, the system reorganizes the queue in 
descending order of the current prices being offered and, for customers offering the same 
price, in order of when the request to connect with the service provider was received. 
The controller computer then informs each of the customers waiting in the queue of his or 
her current position. In one embodiment, after each bid is received, a logic unit within the 
system updates the queuing page 1300 with information about the customer's current 
position in the queue 1310 as shown in FIG. 6. This information may additionally or 
alternatively be presented to the customer in a graphical depiction of the queue 1320 
showing the second customer at the head of the line 1322, the second customer's position 
having been advanced ahead of the previous customer 1321. The updated queuing page 
1300 also shows the prices currently being offered by each of the customers in the queue 
1330. The system offers the customer a chance to advance again by submitting a still 
higher bid 1350. 
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In this embodiment, when a still higher bid is received by the controller computer, the 
queuing page is again updated, as shown in FIG. 7. The newly updated queuing page 
1400 shows the customer that was associated previously with the number-2 position in 
the queue (see FIG. 6) now occupying a position at the head of the queue 1421, having 
been advanced ahead of the second customer 1422 as a result of submitting a higher bid. 

This bidding process may continue as described above, with customers offering higher 
bids and advancing ahead of one another as a result. When the service provider becomes 
available to provide services to the next customer, a logic unit within the system will 
establish a real-time communications connection between the customer associated with 
the number- 1 position in the queue at that time. The real-time communications 
connection may be established over a telephone network, a computer network, satellite 
network, wireless communications network, direct TV network, or other type of 
communications network, and may include an audio connection, video connection, or 
other type of voice or data connection. The customer in the number- 1 position at the 
time the service provider becomes available, in effect, has won the time auction by 
offering to pay the highest price to receive the service provider's services ahead of all 
other customers in the queue. The customer is billed at the highest bid price for the 
services received from the service provider. 

In one embodiment, a logic computer within the system presents a web page, such as the 
one depicted in FIG. 8, to the customer at the head of the queue at the time the service 
provider becomes available to help the next customer. The web page 1500 informs the 
customer in the number- 1 position in the queue that the real-time communications 
connection is being established and may, if necessary, provide instructions to establish 
the communications connection. 

Among the customers still waiting in the queue when the next customer has been 

connected with the service provider, the bidding process may continue. In one 

embodiment, the system updates the queuing page when the customer in the number- 1 
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position has been connected to the service provider, and presents the updated queuing 
page to those customers still waiting. The customer that was in the number-2 position is 
now shown in the number- 1 position, and that customer's bid is now the highest bid 
currently being offered. If no other bids are received, that customer will be next to 
communicate with the service provider. Other customers in the queue may bid a higher 
amount, as described above, to advance to the number- 1 position. Alternatively, other 
customers may bid an amount higher than at least one other waiting customer to advance 
ahead of at least that one other customer, though not necessarily to the number- 1 
position. 

The systems and methods of the present invention have been described above in terms of 
a "service-marketplace" system in which customers are waiting to receive information 
services in real-time from a service provider over a communications network. Such a 
system is described in detail in co-pending U.S. Application No. 09/414,710, which is 
incorporated herein by reference. When implemented with such systems, several of the 
queuing and time auction functions described above may be performed by the controller 
computer 300 (see FIG. 1 and FIG. 2). However, it should be noted the systems and 
methods of the present invention may be incorporated into other systems in which users 
are forced to wait in a queue. 

A system according to the present invention may provide all or some of the above 
queuing and time auction features using other communications means, such as via e-mail, 
or over a telephone network, a computer network, a satellite network, a wireless 
communications network, a direct TV network, etc. For example, the customer may be 
informed over a telephone connection of his current position in the queue and of a price 
being offered by other customers in the queue. Additionally, the system may receive a 
bid over the telephone connection via the telephone keypad or with voice-recognition 
software. Similarly, a time-auctioning method of the present invention is not limited to 
the systems described above and may be implemented using other communications 
means. 
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EXAMPLE 

A service provider named Wendy, an astrologer, provides astrological predictions for her 
customers at 99 cents per minute through a service-marketplace web site. Customers 
who wish to speak with her click on a "Call Now" button on the web site, which 
establishes a telephone connection between the customer and Wendy. The call is billed 
to the customer at 99 cents per minute for the duration of the call. Wendy's business 
volume is moderate most of the time, but whenever there is a tumultuous news story, 
such as an earthquake or plane crash, her volume increases dramatically as customers 
flood to her services. 

Wendy is currently on the phone with a customer, yet other customers, including one 
named Dan, wish to speak with her as well. These customers, Dan included, are 
therefore placed into a queue. On the web page he can see that he is number- 1 1 in the 
queue. The web site also gives Dan the opportunity to improve his position in the queue 
by offering to pay her a rate higher than 99 cents per minute. 

Dan offers to pay Wendy a rate $1 .09 per minute. This is a higher rate than the 99 cents 
per minute that the rest of the customers are prepared to pay. Therefore, Dan's position 
in the queue moves from number- 1 1 to number- 1, and he is next in line to speak to 
Wendy. 

Subsequently, another customer in the queue, named Albert, offers to pay Wendy a rate 
of $1 . 19 per minute. Albert's position in the queue therefore moves to the number-1 
position, since it is higher than the $ 1 .09 rate that Dan is willing to pay. Dan therefore 
moves to the number-2 position. 

Dan, however, is intent to speak to Wendy now. He therefore bids a still-higher rate, 

$ 1 .29 per minute. Since this is higher than the $ 1 . 1 9 rate that Albert is willing to pay, 
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Dan moves back into the number- 1 position in the queue. Albert moves to the number-2 
spot. Albert is unwilling to raise his bid above Dan's and therefore remains in the 
number-2 position. 

Dan, holding the number- 1 position in the queue, has effectively won the "time auction." 
Wendy finishes her conversation with the customer she was helping and is connected to 
the number- 1 person in the queue, who is Dan. For the duration of the call, Dan is billed 
at the rate he specified, $1.29 per minute, which is collected by Wendy. 

Through this time auction, Wendy maximizes the rate she can collect from her customers 
at any given moment, and Dan increases the value of his time by reducing the amount of 
time spent waiting on line. 

Those of ordinary skill in the art will recognize that this example and the embodiments 
described above are illustrative only and do not in any way limit the range of applications 
of the present invention. Numerous modifications, variations, and improvements may be 
made to the example and the embodiments described above that still fall within the scope 
of the invention as claimed. 
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What is claimed is: 

1 . A system for allowing a first user who is associated with a position in a queue 
to advance in the queue, the system comprising: 

a first logic unit to receive a bid from the first user; 

a second logic unit to compare the bid from the first user with a price being 
offered by a second user; and 

a third logic unit to advance the first user to a subsequent position in the queue 
ahead of a position associated with the second user if the bid is higher than the price. 

2. The system of claim 1, wherein the first logic unit receives the bid from the 
first user via a voice connection. 

3. The system of claim 1 , wherein the first logic unit receives the bid from the 
first user via a telephone connection. 

4. The system of claim 1 , wherein the price is one of a plurality of prices being 
offered by a plurality of users, and wherein the second logic unit compares the bid with 
each of the plurality of prices being offered and the third logic unit advances the first user 
to a subsequent position in the queue ahead of each of a plurality of positions associated 
with one of the plurality of users whose price is less than the bid. 

5. The system of claim 1 , further comprising a fourth logic unit to present a web 
page to the first user, the web page showing the position associated with the first user in 
the queue. 

6. The system of claim 5, wherein the first logic unit receives the bid from the 
first user through the web page. 
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7. The system of claim 5, wherein, in response to the third logic unit advancing 
the first user, the fourth logic unit updates the web page to show the subsequent position 
in the queue associated with the first user. 

8. The system of claim 1, further comprising a fourth logic unit to inform the 
first user of a current position in the queue associated with the first user. 

9. The system of claim 8, wherein the fourth logic unit informs the first user via 
an audio connection. 

10. The system of claim 8, wherein the fourth logic unit informs the first user via 
a telephone connection. 

1 1 . The system of claim 8, wherein the fourth logic unit informs the first user via 
an Internet connection. 

12. The system of claim 1, wherein the fourth logic unit further informs the first 
user of the price being offered by the second user in the queue. 

13. A system for establishing a real-time communications connection between 
two parties, the system comprising: 

a communications interface; and 

a controller computer linked with the communications interface, the controller 
computer having: 

a first logic unit to provide a list of information providers to a user; 

a second logic unit, in response to the user selecting an information 
provider from the list, to assign the user a position in a queue, the queue having a 
plurality of other positions, one of the plurality of other positions associated 
with one of a plurality of other users waiting to communicate with the 
information provider; 
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a third logic unit to receive a bid from the user; 

a fourth logic unit to compare the bid with each price being offered by 
each of the plurality of other users; 

a fifth logic unit to advance the position ahead of each of the other 
positions associated with one of the plurality of other users whose price is lower 
than the bid; and 

a sixth logic unit to establish a real-time communications connection via 
the communications interface between the user and the information provider when 
the information provider is available to communicate with the user. 

14. The system of claim 13, further comprising a seventh logic unit to present a 
web page to the user. 

15. The system of claim 14, wherein the first logic unit provides the list to the 
user via the web page. 

16. The system of claim 14, wherein the third logic unit receives the bid via the 
web page. 

17. The system of claim 14, wherein the web page shows where in the queue the 
position of the user is currently located. 

1 8. The system of claim 14, wherein the web page shows each price being offered 
by each of the plurality of other users. 

19. The system of claim 13, wherein the third logic unit receives the bid via a 
voice connection. 

20. The system of claim 13, wherein the third logic unit receives the bid via a 
telephone connection. 
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21. The system of claim 13, wherein the third logic unit receives the bid via an 
Internet connection. 

22. The system of claim 13, further comprising a seventh logic unit to inform the 
user of the position in the queue that the user currently occupies. 

23. The system of claim 22, wherein the seventh logic unit informs the user via an 
audio connection. 

24. The system of claim 22, wherein the seventh logic unit informs the user via a 
telephone connection. 

25. The system of claim 22, wherein the seventh logic unit informs the user via an 
Internet connection. 

26. The system of claim 13, further comprising a seventh logic unit to inform the 
user of each price being offered by each of the plurality of other users. 

27. The system of claim 13, wherein the real-time communications connection 
comprises a voice connection. 

28. The system of claim 13, wherein the real-time communications connection 
comprises a telephone connection. 

29. The system of claim 13, wherein the real-time communications connection 
comprises an Internet connection. 

30. A method of allowing a first user in a queue to advance in the queue, the 
method comprising: 
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receiving a bid from the first user; 

comparing the bid with a price being offered by a second user; and 

advancing the first user ahead of the second user if the bid is higher than the price. 

3 1 . The method of claim 30, wherein the price is one of a plurality of prices being 
offered by a plurality of users, and wherein the bid is compared with each of the plurality 
of prices. 

32. The method of claim 31, wherein the first user is advanced ahead of each of 
the plurality of other users whose price is less than the bid. 

33. The method of claim 30, further comprising informing the first user of a 
relative position occupied by the first user in the queue. 

34. The method of claim 30, further comprising informing the first user in real- 
time of a relative position currently occupied by the first user in the queue. 

35. The method of claim 30, further comprising informing the first user of the 
price being offered by the second user in the queue. 

36. A method of maximizing an amount that an information provider charges one 
of a plurality of customers waiting in a queue to communicate with the information 
provider, the method comprising: 

informing the plurality of customers of a plurality of positions and a plurality of 
prices, each of the plurality of positions being occupied by one of the plurality of 
customers and each of the plurality of prices being offered by one of the plurality of 
customers waiting to communicate with the information provider; 

providing a bid to the plurality of customers, the bid being higher than each of the 

plurality of prices; 

prompting the plurality of customers to accept the bid; 
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in response to one of the plurality of customers accepting the bid, advancing the 
position of the one customer ahead of the plurality of positions occupied by others of 
the plurality of customers; and 

establishing a real-time communications connection between the information 
provider and the one customer when the information provider becomes available to 
communicate with the one customer, the one customer being charged an amount equal to 
the bid for the real-time communications connection with the information provider. 

37. The method of claim 36, wherein the bid is provided to the plurality of 
customers via an Internet connection. 

38. The method of claim 36, wherein the bid is provided to the plurality of 
customers via a telephone connection. 

39. The method of claim 36, wherein the bid is accepted by the one customer via 
an Internet connection. 

40. The method of claim 36, wherein the bid is accepted by the one customer via a 
telephone connection. 

41 . The method of claim 36, further comprising presenting a web page to the 
plurality of customers, the plurality of customers being informed of the plurality of 
positions and the plurality of prices via the web page. 

42. The method of claim 41 , wherein the bid is provided via the web page. 

43. The method of claim 41, wherein the one customer accepts the bid via the web 

page. 
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44. The method of claim 36, wherein the bid is a rate per period of time and the 
amount the one customer is charged is based upon how long the real-time 
communications connection is maintained between the information provider and the one 
customer. 

45. A method of conducting a time auction among a plurality of users in a queue, 
the method comprising: 

receiving a first bid from a first user; 

comparing the first bid with a plurality of prices offered by the plurality of users 
in the queue; 

advancing the first user ahead of each of the plurality of users whose price is less 
than the first bid; 

receiving a second bid from a second user; 

comparing the second bid with the plurality of prices, including the first bid; 

advancing the second user ahead of each of the plurality of users, including the 
first user, whose price is less than the second bid, such that the queue is re-organized in 
real-time in response to each bid received. 

46. The method of claim 45, wherein the plurality of users includes a subset of 
users offering the same price, the subset of users being organized in the queue in order of 
when each of the subset of users entered the queue. 

47. The method of claim 45, further comprising informing a user of the plurality 
of users of a position occupied by the user in the queue. 

48. The method of claim 47, wherein the user is informed of the position in real- 
time. 

49. The method of claim 47, wherein the user is informed of the position each 

time another user is advanced in the queue. 
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50. The method of claim 45, further comprising informing a user of each of the 
plurality of prices offered by each of the plurality of users. 

51. The method of claim 50, wherein the plurality of prices is updated each time a 
bid is received to include the bid. 
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